Colonoscopy in patients with a family history of colorectal cancer.
Since 1982 it has been the second author's policy to advise all patients who have presented with a positive family history of bowel cancer and who are over the age of 30 years to undergo colonoscopy. In the period to August 1990, 600 such patients had at least one colonoscopy. Colorectal polyps or cancer were detected in 270 patients (45 percent). The incidence was essentially the same for the 171 patients with only second-degree relatives affected (43 percent), for the 194 patients with more than one affected relative (45 percent), and for the 429 patients with an affected first-degree relative (46 percent). Only the 55 patients with more than one affected first-degree relative had a higher incidence (67 percent). The incidence in the 136 totally asymptomatic patients was 36 percent but was 48 percent in the 464 with symptoms. In 37 patients carcinoma was diagnosed. Even in the 30- to 39-year age group there was a 29 percent incidence of polyps or carcinoma. Colonoscopic screening of patients with a family history of bowel cancer compares favorably with mass screening for breast cancer. It is currently advised that all patients over 30 years of age with a family history of colorectal cancer undergo colonoscopy on presentation and, if clear, every four years thereafter unless two first-degree relatives are affected, when it should be every two years.